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illumination. The disconnected impressions which we
derive from life form a kind of knowledge ' in growth/
as Bacon called it; an over-early and peremptory
attempt to digest this knowledge into a system tends, as
he suggests, to falsify and distort it. Collections of discon-
nected truths, or half-truths, about human nature never
lose their value, while the ambitious schemes which the
philosophers build upon them soon collapse and are
forgotten. Life, as Dr. Johnson said, ' is not the object
of science ; we see a little, very little' ; and the great
psychological investigation of himself, which is man's
most fascinating pursuit upon this planet, is still in that
early stage when its observations are empirical and
scattered. Such observations still find their most
unhampered expression in those terse sentences and
sayings which are the embodiment of wise principles of
conduct, of central truths about the world and life and
human nature. Aphorisms are no flights of fancy, no
fruits culled from the Hesperian gardens of the imagina-
tion ; they are products of the familiar earth, and smack
of the world we live in. They cover the whole field of
practical experience, from the lowest maxims of shop-
keeping prudence to the highest rules of conduct; and
our knowledge of ourselves and others, of the human
heart and its springs of action, of love and hate and envy
and ambition, of the characters and manners of mankind,
of all the weaknesses and follies and absurdities of human
nature, is embodied and stored up in this immense accumu-
lation of wise observations. It is from these, rather than
from any systematic treatises on human nature, we can
learn with most profit what stuff we are made of, and
what are the causes of success or failure in the great
experiment of living.

This gnomic wisdom, it has been said, and truly
said, is the salt of literature, and those books, at least
in prose, are most wholesome which are most saturated
with it. Many historians and essayists have enriched